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This case study examines the impacts on student learning, achievement and satisfaction when year 13 (final year) students at a large UK sixth form college take a GCE A level in one year instead of the usual two years. Data relating to the entry qualifications and final A level grades achieved by 879 students on both accelerated and non-accelerated programmes were obtained over a four-year period. Inferential analysis was carried out using pairwise Z-tests to compare the proportion of students achieving grade C or better on each course. A sample of 89 students completed a written questionnaire, which was used to examine their attitudes and opinions of accelerated and non-accelerated teaching and learning. It was found that students on accelerated programmes who had taken Business Studies at GCSE or who achieved an A* or A grade in English or Maths at GCSE were more likely to get a grade of C or above at A level compared to students on the standard two-year programme. The results of this study suggest that further research is needed to assess whether more students could be successful on accelerated A level courses, or similar post-compulsory courses internationally.





The General Certificate of Education Advanced Level, commonly referred to as an A level, is the main qualification taken by eighteen year-olds at the end of their school education in England, Wales and Northern Ireland. In year 11, when students are aged 16, they take the General Certificate in Secondary Education (GCSE) examinations, which is the end of their compulsory education. A levels can then be taken in years 12 and 13 as the first stage of post-compulsory qualification. British universities allocate the vast majority of places for undergraduate degrees on the basis of A level grades achieved. A levels are typically taken at a secondary school that has a sixth form or at a sixth form college that specialises in education for 16-19 year-olds.  A much smaller number of students also take A levels at further education colleges, some of which have also established sixth forms. 
The Curriculum 2000 reforms aimed to increase the flexibility and consistency of 16-19 education. Students can choose from a wide range of academic and vocational subjects, they can claim the award of Advanced Subsidiary (AS) level if they pass the assessment requirements of a particular subject after their first year of sixth form study (year 12), or they can continue the subject for a second year to achieve an A level by also passing the A2 level assessments at the end of their second year of sixth form study. Students who have progressed onto A2 modules can also resit AS module assessments to try to increase their AS grades, which is beneficial to them as the AS modules account for half of their final A level grades. In practice, however, students are limited in their ability to take resits by the length of the course and their period of registration at the institution in which they took the qualification. An AS student who took their first module in January of year 12 would have three opportunities to resit that module: June in Year 12, January in Year 13 and June in Year 13. 
The term ‘accelerated delivery’ refers to a course that is taken over a shorter period of time with fewer contact hours overall than is the norm for that course. Accelerated delivery of A levels is quite rare, that is to say there are few schools or colleges that offer A levels in one year of study, rather than the standard two years, to 16-19 year olds in full-time education. One year A level programmes can be found in private tutorial colleges and in colleges of further education, but these are usually targeted at resit, overseas or mature students. This study seeks to investigate the effects on student learning and achievement, and student attitudes and motivation, when an A level is completed by 17-19 year olds in one year and to explore the extent to which accelerated delivery may be desirable, and if so, for what types of students. It is hoped that the findings and resulting discussion will provide useful information to practitioners and decision makers of educational policy as well as identifying possible areas for further needed research.

Accelerated programmes in the literature
Whilst previous studies on acceleration have examined its effects on students at Key Stages 3 and 4 (or the international equivalents, i.e. ages 11-16) and in higher education, there exists a gap in the literature on the implementation of accelerated programmes at the post-compulsory, pre-university stage (Key Stage 5). This study aims to fill that gap; however, it also aims to build upon the knowledge previously developed in other educational contexts. 
Time is always a requirement for learning to occur because learning takes time. Whilst more time spent on learning may lead to more learning, it would be wrong to assume that less time spent on learning will automatically lead to less learning achieved. A meta-analysis of 21 reports containing the results of 26 different studies by Kulik and Kulik (1984) showed that examination performance of students on accelerated programmes surpassed by nearly one grade the performance of students of equivalent age and intelligence on non-accelerated programmes.
Karweit (1984) found many studies examining the effects of time on learning from as early as the 1920s. In a review of research on the talented by Goldberg (1958), it was hard to find a single research study that concluded acceleration was harmful, while many studies actually claimed that acceleration was a satisfactory method of challenging able students. Not surprisingly, given the broad range of time measures and differences in methodological approaches, studies have produced a fairly wide range of estimates of the effect of time on learning. Karweit (1983) examined eight different studies of time on task and found that in general they showed a positive association between time and learning, but noted that all of the studies had problems with inconsistency and of strength. 
Accelerated programmes may enable gifted and talented students to work at a level that matches their abilities. Surprisingly, however, acceleration has not been a favoured method of dealing with gifted and talented students in schools, and even less so in the UK than in some other countries, such as the United States. Records of the implementation of accelerated learning in the United States go back to the mid-19th century. For example, in 1862, schools in St. Louis were required to frequently reclassify and promote students whose ability varied markedly from the rest of their age group.
Studies completed in the UK (Sharp 1998; Demetriou et al. 2000) have found that many students experience a dip in motivation and learning in year 8 (12-13 year-olds), possibly because many teachers and students see this as a consolidation year in which the work done is little different from year 7. In the 14-19 White Paper of February 2005, the government stated that schools and colleges should ensure that young people take qualifications when they are ready and not just at a fixed age. Before Standard Assessment Tests (SATs) at Key Stage 3 (KS3) were abolished in 2008, some schools offered gifted and talented students an accelerated KS3 curriculum whereby they took their SATs in year 8, thereby completing KS3 in two years instead of three.
These students were then able to start their General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) courses a year early and also some AS courses a year early, in year 11. However, no literature exists that gives details of a school or college that has offered an accelerated curriculum in Key Stage 5 (KS5) for 16-19 year olds in full-time education, i.e., A levels being completed by students in one year. The common approach to dealing with gifted and talented students at KS5 seems to be to offer enrichment activities. These include taking extra A levels such as Critical Thinking and General Studies or extra-curricular awards and qualifications such as the Duke of Edinburgh’s awards, the Community Sports Leadership Award or new qualifications such as the AQA Extended Project Qualification at Level 3, which offer enrichment to the sixth-form curriculum as an extension to A levels, and which are increasingly being used by university admissions tutors to help identify the most able and talented students.
Feldhusen (2003) claims that the best way of meeting the educational needs of gifted and talented students is to give them access to higher level and more challenging material.  Gifted and talented students have the motivation and ability to surge ahead of what is the normal level for their age group. A study by Pocklington and Kendal (2002) of the gifted and talented strand within the Excellence in Cities initiative (a government programme established to tackle educational problems in inner cities) found that accelerated classes were a feature in well over half the schools and that the subjects most commonly accelerated were Maths and Science.
In countries such as the United States, Australia and the UK, accelerated programmes are by far most commonly found in higher education, and especially among higher education programmes taken by adult learners. For example, in the United States, it is estimated that by 2013 at least a quarter of all adult learners in higher education will be enrolled on accelerated programmes (Wlodkowski 2003). The University of Buckingham, a private university in the UK, has been offering two-year undergraduate degrees since the mid 1970s, but total contact hours are not reduced as teaching also takes place in the long summer periods when other universities have vacations. 
Wolfe (1998) observed that conventional academics have criticized institutions with accelerated programmes for emphasizing convenience over substance and rigour. Major criticisms of accelerated programmes are the lack of contact time needed by learners for reflection and analysis of what is being learned and the problems and constraints faced by lecturers who need to cover course content in a shortened period of time. Wlodkowski (2003) also found critics who believe that accelerated programmes sacrifice breath and depth, which results in learning that is crammed and poorly developed. 
There are clearly several issues to consider in assuring the quality of any programme that claims to achieve the same learning outcomes in a shorter period of time and this includes student workload and resourcing. Many academics seem likely to remain sceptical about the claims that students on accelerated courses can learn as well as students on the traditional versions of the same courses despite the fact that there is a growing body of research data that seems to indicate that accelerated courses are effective in meeting students’ expressed goals and facilitating content mastery (Grimes and Niss 1989; Scott and Conrad 1992). Wlodkowski and Westover (1999) claim, however, that these studies present only indirect and modest evidence that learners on accelerated courses can achieve equivalent learning outcomes in comparison with students on traditional courses.
Wlodkowski (1999) observes that there are many factors that influence student learning, such as student capability, the motivation of students and the quality of instruction and that these factors must also be considered when analysing the effects of time on student learning. Conrad (1996) found that accelerated courses resulted in powerful learning experiences when certain attributes were present. These attributes included the enthusiasm and expertise of the lecturer, effective course organisation, student input, active learning, lively classroom interaction and a relaxed learning environment. 
Students on accelerated programmes in higher education sometimes take different modules, which sometimes have different assessment methods, than those taken by students on the traditional versions of the same courses. This makes comparison of the learning outcomes of the two sets of students a more complex task. This issue does not arise when comparing the learning outcomes of students on accelerated and non-accelerated A level programmes because the students take the same modules and sit the same examinations. Furthermore, if accelerated A level programmes were offered to gifted and talented students, this would not be done simply for convenience or cost minimisation for students, which is the case for many adult learners taking accelerated courses. Instead, the main reasons for allowing the most capable sixth-form students to complete A levels in one year could be to prevent students from getting bored and demotivated and to allow them to sit exams when they are ready for them. 
A study that examined the effects of acceleration in KS3 found that most students following an accelerated programme achieved their target grades in the SATs; i.e., they achieved their target grades for the end of year 9 at the end of year 8 (Brooks 2006). However, Noden et al. (2007) found that while students following accelerated courses made more progress in Maths than non-accelerated students in comparison schools, in English the progress made by accelerated students was not significantly different from that achieved by non-accelerated students in comparison schools. Feldhusen (2003) observed that some gifted and talented students were not keen on acceleration because they were then often no longer the star student in the class. It is possible that students who have succeeded easily at a younger age may not have developed the necessary study habits that would be necessary when faced with the challenge of acceleration. 
Concerns have also been expressed among both schoolteachers and university lecturers that students who complete school early may not be mature enough for higher education, particularly emotionally and socially, rather than academically (Southern et al. 1989). However, there have been studies that found no negative effects from acceleration on social and emotional development (Richardson and Benbow 1990; Swiatek and Benbow 1991; Noble et al. 1992). In addition, Nobel et al. (1992) found that accelerated students contacted in later life supported their previous accelerated provision.  Benbow (1992) argued that while social and emotional factors are important, the major consideration should be the educational needs of students and that accelerated provision appears to enhance the academic achievement of gifted students.

Research questions
The research questions that this study seeks to address are:
1.	Do the grades of students taking an A level in one year differ from those of students taking the same qualification over two years?
2.	Are students on accelerated programmes who have an A* or A grade in English or Maths or who took Business Studies at GCSE more likely to achieve a C grade or above in A level Business Studies compared to students on the standard two-year course?
3.	What are the advantages and disadvantages of accelerated A level delivery identified by students and teachers?
4.	Is there a place for accelerated A levels in the 16-19 curriculum, and, if so, for what types of students may they be suitable?

A model for delivery of A level Business Studies in one year
This case study was conducted at a large, mixed gender sixth form college located in East Anglia. The college has many years experience delivering accelerated courses in A level Business Studies. It runs two programmes, both in year 13. One programme is available only to students taking Economics at A level. This course is known as ‘double option’ Business Studies, hereafter referred to as the ‘Double’ programme. To take this option, students must have a ‘good’ GCSE profile (i.e., mainly A* - C grades), they must have achieved at least a C grade at AS level in Economics, and their AS Economics teacher must also have recommended them.
The second programme is available to any year 13 student who meets the entry requirements. In this paper, we shall refer to this course as the ‘Open’ one-year programme in Business Studies. For many students, this course provides their only opportunity of gaining three A levels; for example, if they failed two of their four AS levels, if they disliked two of their four AS levels and want to drop them or if they decide that they need a new subject combination for changed future employment or higher education aspirations. The expected entry requirement for this programme is a minimum mean GCSE score of 5.5 (where A*=8, A=7, B=6, C=5, etc.) and two passes at AS level. 
Students starting the two-year A level programme in Business Studies are normally expected to come from school with a minimum mean GCSE score of 5.0, but in practice students with scores as low as 4.0 are sometimes admitted onto the course. The college’s management justifies increasing the entry requirements for the two accelerated programmes in Business Studies because it believes that only students with above-average ability who are prepared to spend considerable periods of time working independently will be able to cope with the demands of the courses and achieve good pass grades. However, the college is willing to be flexible in its application of the entry requirements and senior (pastoral) tutors consider individual students on a case-by-case basis. In 2008-9, for example, 10% of the students on the Open accelerated course had a mean GCSE score below 5.
The college’s Department of Economics and Business Studies delivers all of the courses in Business Studies. This is a large department employing 20 teachers (16 full-time equivalents). Most of the teachers who deliver the accelerated programmes also teach on the standard two-year programme. The two-year programme is delivered each week in six periods of approximately 45 minutes. The Open one-year programme available to all year 13 students is also delivered in six periods a week, but the one-year Double programme for economists is delivered by one teacher in only two periods a week. Some groups taking the Open accelerated course or the standard two-year programme have two teachers, each delivering three periods a week all year, whilst other groups have just one teacher for six periods a week. Both accelerated courses utilise tutor-produced notes and study packs, which are used both in lessons and extensively by students outside the classroom. 
Priestly (2003) claims that the modularisation of A levels has led to more didactic teaching and teaching to the examinations. Priestly (2003) also suggests that many A level course specifications are content heavy. However, Hodgson and Spours (2001) suggest that the ‘overload’ may be caused by the modular assessment rather than the excessive content and that this has led to a climate of cramming. Tomlinson (2004) estimated that a typical student taking three A levels would lose approximately two terms’ worth of learning preparing for and taking examinations.
Many students find didactic teaching demotivating and less productive, so teachers in the college try to use a variety of teaching and learning approaches throughout the courses. Students on the Open accelerated programme take the AS examinations in January. Many resit them in June in order to try to increase their grades. Students resitting exams can attend an extra support/resit class for one period per week. Students who achieve a very low AS level grade can decide not to progress onto the A2 modules and concentrate instead on just resitting the AS level modules. This option is usually taken each year by less than 5% of the candidates enrolled on the Open programme.
Students on the Double course sit all the module examinations at the end of the year. Students are not given the opportunity of sitting the AS level modules in January, halfway through the one-year programme. Instead, the January examination session is used by students to resit those AS Economics papers from the previous summer in which they believe they have a chance of improving their grades. Other things being equal, therefore, one would expect the Open students to achieve higher grades than the Double students, as the Open students have the potential advantage of taking all AS examinations twice, and for each module they sit twice they would retain the higher grade. However, this does not take into account prior achievement levels before starting the programmes (mean GCSE scores on entry), differences in weekly student-teacher contact time and the fact that some of the business studies content is learnt through the economics course.

Methods
All of the data for this study were collected from a large sixth form college in East Anglia. The quantitative analysis is based on the entry qualifications and A level grades achieved by students on two accelerated A level programmes in Business Studies and on the equivalent traditional two-year programme. The data were collected over four years, using only the final results after the June examinations each year. Students for which there was no college data on qualifications at entry or if their entry qualifications were not GCSEs were not included in the sample.
Table 1 shows that not only has the total number of students choosing to take Business Studies increased each year in the four-year period examined but the proportion opting to take it as an accelerated course has also increased. During this four-year period, the course specifications (AQA Examinations Board, Advanced GCE Business Studies 6131) remained unchanged. None of the students took the coursework option, so the complete A level required the completion of six written examinations. The AS papers were one hour each and the A2 papers one and a half hours each.

Table 1.  Sample sizes (n = number of students completing each programme).
	2006	2007	2008	2009	Totals
Accelerated Open programme	61	74	90	113	338





Using a convenience sampling strategy, 89 students volunteered to self-complete a written questionnaire that consisted of seventeen questions, most of which had a five-point rating scale. The number of survey participants represented 33% of the 2008-9 student cohort. The students completed the questionnaire after they had finished their courses and all of their examinations, but before they knew their grades (Open accelerated, n = 33; Double accelerated, n = 20; two-year, n = 36). 
The questions asked students about: their classroom experiences, such as the teaching and learning methods used by their teachers, the pace of delivery and their relationships with the teachers; their feelings about how they coped with the course and their level of understanding of the subject; their study habits, such as attendance at lessons, time spent on homework and proportion of set homework completed; and whether they preferred to plan and organise their work independently or be directed by their teachers. Each question gave a statement and two extreme statements. The students ticked a box numbered between 1 and 5. For example, question 1 asked about the student’s understanding of business gained from the course. The rating statements were 1 = brief and superficial coverage, and at the other extreme 5 = good depth and breadth. Question 7 asked about how the student felt they had coped with the course, where 1 = I often felt overwhelmed with work and 5 = I coped easily. 
The Self Assessment Review (SAR) 2007-8 for the Department of Economics and Business Studies, the records of course team meetings and the results of the college’s learner satisfaction survey in 2008 were analysed. In addition, a number of teachers (n = 4: the head of department and the three course leaders) participated in individual semi-structured interviews, each lasting about 20-30 minutes. 
The data were analysed using R version 2.11.0 (R Development Core Team 2010). As seen in Figures 1 to 5, the scores were arranged to show the cumulative percentage of students obtaining each A level grade, broken down by variables such as course. Inferential analysis was carried out by comparing the proportions of students achieving grade C or better across the various variables of interest using pairwise Z-tests for proportions. All p-values were Bonferroni corrected for multiple comparisons. 

Results
Table 2 shows that the students who achieved the highest grades in Business Studies were those taking the accelerated Double programme with Economics. On average, students taking this course outperformed those on the standard two-year Business Studies course by half a grade (3.7 against 3.2). Although the Double students had considerably higher mean GCSE scores on entry (6.5 against 5.8), they received only a sixth of the lesson time of students on the standard two-year programme. 

Table 2.  Mean GCSE scores on entry and mean A level grades achieved in
Business Studies.
	2006	2007	2008	2009
Accelerated Open programme     Mean GCSE score on entry     Mean A level grade achieved	5.7 2.3a	5.72.9	5.83.1	5.82.9
Accelerated Double programme foreconomists     Mean GCSE score on entry     Mean A level grade achieved	6.54.0	6.34.1	6.33.5	6.53.7
Standard two-year programme     Mean GCSE score on entry     Mean A level grade achieved	5.83.4	5.73.6	5.63.0	5.83.2
Grades were converted into numerical scores using the following methods:
GCSE scores: A* = 8, A = 7, B = 6, C = 5, D = 4, E = 3, F = 2, G = 1
A level grades: A = 5, B = 4, C = 3, D = 2, E = 1, U = 0
aThe particularly low mean A level grade achieved by this cohort is explained by the fact that seven candidates failed with a U grade, which represented 11.7% of the cohort.

After the disappointing results achieved by students on the Open one-year programme in 2006, the college introduced new procedures to standardise classroom delivery and internal assessment and tighter course management, which included greater monitoring of student performance across classes and of individual students against their individual target grades. In 2008, the Open accelerated students actually outperformed the standard two-year students, and both cohorts had very similar prior achievement in GCSEs.




Figure 1.   A level grades achieved by course.


Bonferroni-corrected Z-tests were used to make pairwise comparisons of the proportion of students achieving grades of C and above across the three courses. This showed that the proportion of students with a grade of C or above was higher in the Double course than in the two-year course (90.70% versus 75.00%, Z = 3.80, p = .00043) or in the Open course (90.70% versus 60.65%, Z = 6.27, p < .00001). The proportion of students getting a grade of C or above was also significantly higher in the two-year course than in the Open course (75.00% versus 60.65%, Z = 4.21, p = .00008). As such, all three courses were significantly different from one another overall. 
The one-year course results were then broken down in three different ways: first, students who had taken GCSE Business Studies were compared with students who had not taken it. Second, students who had obtained an A or A* in GCSE Maths were compared to those who had obtained a lower Maths grade. Third, students who had obtained an A or A* in GCSE English were compared to those who had obtained a lower English grade.  The purpose of these analyses was to see whether there were specific factors which would help teachers predict when a student is particularly likely to do well (or badly) on a one-year accelerated course. These data are presented in Figures 2-5, with the overall performance of the students who took the traditional two-year A-level presented as a baseline measure against which these other measures can be compared. 
Figure 2 shows that students who took the one-year Open course performed at a comparable level to students on the two-year course, but only if they had also taken Business Studies at GCSE. The proportion of students getting grades of C or above in the Open course/Business Studies group was not significantly different from the two-year course (68.52% versus 75.00%, Z = –1.02, p = 1.00). However, the proportion of students getting grades of C or above in the Open course/no-Business Studies group was significantly lower than in the two-year course (59.15% versus 75.00%, Z = –4.42, p = .00004). Students taking the Double course were significantly more likely to get a grade of C or above compared to the two-year course whether they had taken GCSE Business Studies (94.00% versus 75.00%, Z = 3.02, p = .01) or not (88.61% versus 75.00%, Z = 2.64, p = .03). As such, it appears that students on one-year courses are only at a disadvantage compared to students on a two-year course if they are on the Open course and have not taken GCSE Business Studies. Otherwise they tend to perform as well as, or better than, students on a traditional two-year A level. 

Figure 2.    A level grades achieved by course and whether or not GCSE
Business Studies had been taken.


Figure 3 shows that students on one-year A levels with an A or A* GCSE Maths grade were more likely to get grades of C or above, compared to the traditional two-year A-level, whether they were on the Open course (87.78% versus 75.00%, Z = 2.62, p = .04) or the Double course (91.49% versus 75.00%, Z = 3.49, p = .002). Students on the Open course with GCSE Maths grades below A were less likely to get high A level grades than students on the two-year course (50.81% versus 75.00%, Z = –6.35, p < .00001). Although the graph suggests that students with lower GCSE Maths on the Double course were more likely to get grades of C or above than students on the two-year course (88.57% versus 75.00%), there were only 35 students on the Double course with GCSE Maths grades below A, and as such the comparison is not significantly significant (Z = 1.81, p = .28). Overall, then, students who took one-year courses were significantly more likely to obtain A level grades of C or above, compared to students on the two-year course, provided they had also achieved A or A* grades in GCSE Maths (these students are represented with triangles on the graph). 


Figure 3.    A level grades achieved by course and whether or not grade A or A* achieved in GCSE Maths.


Analysis of the data in Figure 4 shows that students on the Double course, who have A or A* grades in GCSE English, are significantly more likely to get grades of C or above compared to students on the two-year A-level (96.67% versus 75.00%, Z = 3.77, p = .0007). Students on the Open course who do not have A or A* GCSE English are significantly less likely to get grades of C or above compared to students on the two-year A-level (52.73% versus 75.00%, Z = –5.93, p < .00001). Students on the Double course without A/A* English did not perform at a significantly different level from students on the two-year course (85.51% versus 75.00%, Z = 1.91, p = .22), and nor did students on the Open course with A/A* English (85.36% versus 75.00%, Z = 2.03, p = .17). As such, then, the only group who perform significantly worse than the traditional two-year A-level are students on the Open course who did not have A/A* in GCSE English, and the only group who perform significantly better than the traditional A-level are students on the Double course with A/A* English.


Figure 4.    A level grades achieved by course and whether or not grade A or A* achieved in GCSE English.


Finally, as a way of combining all the above analyses into one, to more clearly inform teachers’ judgements, students taking one-year courses, whether Open or Double, were split into two groups. One group comprised the one-year course students who had one or more ‘protective’ factors – GCSE Business Studies, A/A* in GCSE Maths or A/A* in GCSE English; the other group comprised the one-year course students with none of these ‘protective’ factors. As Figure 5 shows, the presence of one or more ‘protective’ factors predicts success on a one-year course and the absence of any protective factors predicts fairly poor outcomes on a one-year course. Students on either one-year course were more likely to get a grade of C or above, compared to students on the traditional two-year course, provided they had at least one of the ‘protective’ factors (83.70% versus 75.00%, Z = 2.72, p = .01). Perhaps even more notably, students on one-year courses who lacked any of the ‘protective’ characteristics were substantially less likely to get a good grade compared to students on the two-year course (Z = –6.61, p < .00001). As such, this graph suggests that a teacher can usually recommend a one-year accelerated A level course provided a student has either taken GCSE Business Studies or got an A or A* grade in GCSE Maths or English.


Table 5.  A level grades achieved on the accelerated courses and the standard two-year programme according to whether or not students had taken GCSE Business Studies and/or achieved grade A or A* in English and/or Maths (1+ protecting factors).


The questionnaires completed by students indicated that they believed teachers on the accelerated and non-accelerated programmes adopted different approaches to course delivery. Two-thirds of the accelerated students said that mainly a teacher-led approach to classroom delivery was adopted, while 44% of the non-accelerated students said that either an equal mix of teacher-led and student centred methods were adopted, or mainly student-centred methods that made them active in their own learning. The accelerated students also reported that there was a heavy emphasis on exam preparation, whereas more than a third of the non-accelerated students said that there was an equal focus on learning and exam preparation. It is interesting to note, however, that the vast majority of students on all programmes considered that they had achieved a good depth and breadth of understanding of business. Only 4% of accelerated students described their understanding of business as ‘brief and superficial’. 
Of the accelerated students, 13% described their lessons as mostly ‘boring and monotonous’ whereas the figure for non-accelerated students was 6%. Despite this fact, 81% of the accelerated students were glad that they had taken the course and 13% said that they intended to take a business course at university. Most students described their relationship(s) with their teacher(s) as ‘clear and purposeful’ although 30% of students on the Open accelerated course described their relationship(s) with their teacher(s) as ‘distant and unhelpful’. Students completed the questionnaire before they knew their grades, so actual achievement cannot explain the levels of student satisfaction reported.
The non-accelerated students generally reported that they understood the work being taught/done in lessons and that they coped easily or satisfactorily with the course. Only one student said that they felt overwhelmed with work. In contrast, 23% of the accelerated students said that they did not cope well or felt overwhelmed with work and almost a quarter of the students on the Open accelerated course said that they often didn’t understand the work being taught or done in lessons. Of the Open accelerated students, 58% found the pace of course delivery too fast, and for the Double students, who received just two periods a week, the figure was 70%. 
It appears that the economists on the Double course were the hardest working and the most conscientious. All but two students said that they had attended at least 80% of the lessons. They reported that their teachers set teacher assessed homework every week and that they had completed and submitted all of the work set. Some 85% of students said that they devoted between one and two hours each week to independent work outside the classroom which included homework and non-homework activities such as reading, research and revision. The Open accelerated students appear not to have worked quite as hard as the economists. Some 30% estimated that their attendance at lessons had been below 80% and the same proportion said that they had completed and submitted ‘about half’ of the homework that had been set, and while the Double students were set homework every week, 39% of the Open accelerated students said that their teacher(s) set assessed homework on average every two weeks. Despite this, the vast majority also claimed to spend between one and two hours a week working independently outside the classroom.
The non-accelerated students appear to be the least hard working in terms of work completed independently outside the classroom. Some 17% admitted to spending less than an hour a week on independent work and while only a third said that their teacher(s) set homework weekly (the remainder less frequently), some 44% admitted to completing and submitting half or less than half of the homework that had been set.
The vast majority of students on all of the programmes said that they preferred to rely on teachers telling them what to do rather than taking responsibility for their own learning. Again, the vast majority said that they preferred teacher led approaches for exam preparation (both in and out of the classroom) rather than self-organised independent study. Only two students, one on the Double and one on the Open programme, felt that most of the work that they had done for the course had been self-organised and done independently. 
The four teachers who were interviewed produced a fairly homogenous set of responses. They were asked to give their views and opinions on the accelerated programmes, details about how they delivered them and details about their experiences of delivering them. They overwhelmingly supported the concept of accelerated courses and how they were being delivered in their college. They also agreed that the accelerated programmes were only suitable for motivated students who were prepared to spend a lot of time working independently outside the classroom. All of the teachers had come across students who had been unsuccessful with their AS levels (either failing them or achieving low pass grades, such as D or E grades) but successful in achieving at least a C grade on the accelerated A level in Business Studies. However, all of the teachers had also experienced students with low levels of motivation and prior achievement who were unable to achieve a pass grade on the accelerated programme.

Discussion and conclusions
This study aimed to discover whether students who took an A level in one year achieved different grades from those taking the same qualification over two years. The study found that students who took A level Business Studies in one year or two years achieved very similar grades. Indeed, when considering the Double programme taken by the economists it can be concluded, using our proxy of accelerated or non-accelerated course, that student-teacher contact hours is a far weaker predictor of A level grade than average academic ability as measured by mean GCSE score. 
Bell (2000) found that for predicting high attainment at A level, the best predictor was the sum of the square roots of the five best GCSE grades rather than mean GCSE score. However, mean GCSE score remains the most popular baseline measure used by schools and colleges for assessing student achievement at A level, and it is the measure used by Alis (Advanced level information system) to calculate value-added scores. The Centre for Evaluation and Monitoring (CEM) at Durham University offers Alis as an information system for schools and colleges, and it covers over a third of all A level entries in the UK.
Given that many students achieve high mean GCSE scores by taking several ‘softer’ subjects, many schools and colleges specify minimum grades in English Language and/or Maths that must be achieved in order to take certain subjects at A level. This was the rationale for examining whether students who achieved A or A* grades in GCSE English or Maths were more likely to achieve a C grade or above on either of the accelerated programmes compared to the standard two-year programme.
Of the students questioned whom had taken one of the accelerated programmes, 81% were glad that they had taken it. Having failed or dropped one or two AS levels in year 12, many students expressed gratitude that the programme enabled them to achieve the A level requirements for entry onto undergraduate degree courses. In fact, 13% of the students questioned said that they intended to take a business course at university.
The majority of students on the two accelerated programmes believed that the pace of course delivery was too fast and with too much emphasis on exam preparation. Almost a quarter of the students felt that they did not cope well and/or felt overwhelmed with work. Nevertheless, this study has revealed that students with high mean GCSE scores can achieve high A level grades in Business Studies even when taken in one year. It would be interesting to know how well these students would have coped had they taken the course in year 12 and whether they had benefited a great deal from knowledge and transferable skills, such as analytical and evaluative skills, gained from their other subjects during both their first and second years of sixth form study. 
The teachers questioned all agreed that the accelerated courses fulfilled a much-needed role in allowing students to achieve the number of A levels needed to enter higher education. The reduced student-teacher contact hours obviously provide cost savings to the college and efficient use of physical resources but all of the teachers remarked that their personal workload on the accelerated courses was higher in terms of preparation and assessment of students’ work than their workload on non-accelerated programmes. The teachers also remarked that the attitudes and motivation of students on the Open accelerated programme could vary a great deal. Students who failed an AS level often saw the course as their last chance to succeed and consequently worked hard and conscientiously, while persistent low achievers, often low in motivation and with poor attendance and work records in year 12, continue in year 13 with no improvement. Several of the Double students commented that while they completed all of the work that was set by their teacher, they didn’t ‘do anything extra’, because they didn’t need the A level in Business Studies to fulfil their UCAS offers. UCAS (the Universities and Colleges Admissions Service) is the organisation responsible for managing applications to the vast majority of higher education courses in the UK.
It can be concluded from the substantial year-on-year increases in student enrolments on the accelerated courses that they are fulfilling a student need or desire, and overall student achievement and satisfaction on the programmes is high. As a result, in September 2009, the college in this study introduced an accelerated A level course in a second subject: Law. 
This study has shown that students who take an A level in one year are able to achieve very similar grades to those students who took the same qualification over two years. There are a range of factors that are likely to contribute to this achievement. First, when students show an interest or actually apply to do one of the accelerated courses they receive advice and guidance from their personal (pastoral) tutors, their senior (pastoral) tutors and from the course leaders of the accelerated programmes. Therefore, they appreciate and are prepared for the particular demands and requirements of the accelerated programmes. 
The intrinsic motivation of students is another key factor that determines the success of students on accelerated programmes. Very often, accelerated courses provide learners with what they see as their ‘last chance’ to achieve their educational goals. As a consequence, they often work harder on an accelerated course than they would have done on a non-accelerated course. The style of learning on accelerated programmes may suit some learners better and it may also be more effective in increasing the grades achieved by learners, for example, through the use of tutor prepared study packs and the emphasis on preparation for the examinations both in and out of the classroom.
Although this study had a relatively large sample using data that came from four student cohorts over a four-year period, all the data were collected at just one sixth form college. Although it is believed that the college is reasonably representative of students in the UK overall in terms of their prior educational achievement and their socio-economic backgrounds, there are, of course, many individual factors relating to the college, its location and its students that may have biased or affected the survey results.
The success of the accelerated students in this study may be due in part to the choice of Business Studies as the subject taken. This subject has recently been described as ‘soft’ in the media after the University of Cambridge and the London School of Economics placed the subject on their lists of less desirable A levels  (BBC 2008; Clark 2008; Paton 2008). Research conducted by the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) (2008) concluded that while common sense responses in which students were able to write uncritically from their own experience could allow students to receive too much credit in some subjects, those subjects were not less demanding than others, in which students require a greater breadth of detailed knowledge and higher levels of recall, because students still need to contextualise their judgements in appropriate theory. It should be noted that Business Studies was not one of the subjects examined in this study. However, a report published by the Centre for Evaluation and Monitoring at Durham University (2008), which included a meta-analysis of several previous studies that attempted to assess the relative difficulty of examinations in different subjects, concluded that Business Studies was indeed easier than subjects such as Maths and Science. 
The results of this study suggest that accelerated A level courses may be suitable for gifted and talented students, and, if students took all of their A levels in year 12, then they would be able to start higher education a year earlier, aged 17 years rather than 18. Further empirical testing is required, however, to assess whether student performance when taking accelerated A levels in different subjects and in both years 12 and 13 will be as positive as the findings of this study. Furthermore, this study demonstrated that students on accelerated courses cope differently and have varied levels of satisfaction. It is clearly important that types of student are correctly matched with modes of delivery to maximize quality of learning and student satisfaction in addition to examination performance.
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